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It is not every day that a classical text so full of interest is published for the first time. Kitab mihnat at-tabib is an Arabic translation, made in the ninth century by Hunain, of an otherwise lost work of Galen on how to choose one's physician. The answer is obvious: choose Galen, but in giving this advice Galen ranges widely over many aspects of medicine, education, and society, from quacks to Asclepius cult, and from problems of urbanization to reminiscences of the good and great. For the social historian, this is a wonderful new source of information; for the Galenist, an opportunity to see the hero at his most vituperative; and for the medical man, a chance to glimpse how doctors in antiquity ought to have been trained, and, occasionally, were. In its abundance of new information on the workings of Roman society in the Antonine period (C. AD 177, although the editor would prefer 175), this is potentially the single most important text to have appeared since the seventeenth century. Dr Iskandar must be thanked most heartily for making this work available at last, and for providing the non-Arabist with a translation into English. He bases his Arabic text on two manuscripts, one in Alexandria, the other in Bursa, supplemented by quotations and allusions in other Arabic authors, not least in Rhazes, whose use of this work he shows to have been far more extensive than Ullmann, for example, had suggested.
But inevitably, as with any editio princeps, difficulties still remain. It is best to regard the English translation as representing Hlunain's version rather than Galen's Greek original, for a comparison between Dr Iskandar's English and the Greek of Thucydides at 8,4 shows what a gulf may lie between. So, for example, the inconcinnities of syntax at 1,3 may be attributed to Hunain's attempts to render into Arabic a complicated Greek sentence. But at times the English version goes dangerously astray: in ch.9, the Elders (sic) are not a specific group but merely older physicians as contrasted with the youthful Galen. Yet, given the editor's unfamiliarity with Greek and with the institutions of the Greek world, such errors of English translation are remarkably few, and the alert Galenist will be able with a little thought to work out the words of Galen that lie behind the double translation. The editor would, however, have been better advised not to attempt a commentary single-handed, for his notes are full or error and rarely deal with the major problems raised by this new text: e.g. p. 143, the kings are not the Asclepiads, but such as Attalus III; 144, Hippocratic texts from the fifth century BC hardly attest the decline of medicine in Rome; 161, the note on 84.13, taken over from De Lacy's commentary on CMG V.4,1,2,282, is irrelevant since the Greek word elucidated does not appear in the Hippocratic quotation under discussion. In place of this weak commentary, it would have been better to have had a more detailed discussion of the role of this and similar treatises in the Arabic world: cf. Ullmann, Die Medizin im Islam, p. 53, for a late allusion in the hisba literature. Yet, in the final analysis, these criticisms are more than counterbalanced by Dr Iskandar's great services in bringing this important text to light, and in making it accessible to those students of Galen who lack Arabic. Without his labours, they would not be able to take issue once more with Galen at his most infuriating.
Vivian Nutton Wellcome Institute PAUL POTTER, A short handbook of Hippocratic medicine, Sillery, Quebec, Les Editions du Sphinx, 1988, 8vo, pp. 60, illus., [no price stated] , (paperback).
In this student guide, Potter provides brief English summaries and even shorter bibliographies of the individual works in the Hippocratic Corpus, and an exposition of the most notable features of Hippocratic medicine. He passes quickly over questions of authenticity, adopting the view that the Corpus is an accumulation of varied material. His order of analysis goes back ultimately to Erotian in the first century AD, and thus reflects an ancient classification. One may wonder what Galen had to say about this in his On the genuine and spurious writings of
